Practical Matters
chapter places the origins of the divine healing movement in the movements for Holiness, Christian Perfectionism, and alternative health therapies, as well as in a fourth source, what Curtis calls "physical Arminianism" (61). This term indicates that the rejection of Calvinism's stern God of punishment encouraged and paralleled faith cure's rejection of an ideal of sickness that glorified suffering. Chapter Three highlights the "devotional ethics" of the movement, engaging in a nuanced exploration of "acting faith."
After these three opening chapters, the book turns toward an analysis of the divine healing movement's practices and lived experiences. Chapter Four looks at three central practices: prayer, the laying on of hands, and anointing with oil. Through these practices, believers embodied a changed attitude toward their physical symptoms, which Curtis interprets as "visible symbols that signified an internal, and therefore imperceptible, transformation" (119). Chapter Five examines "houses of healing," or homes for faith cure, which revealed tensions between the movement and the medical establishment over the proper response to illness. Finally, a sixth chapter looks at what believers did after their faith helped them live active lives again; these activities usually included some form of service, often with their families, through evangelism or missionary activity, or in urban ministries such as temperance or dress reform.
This book appears as part of the Lived Religion series, edited by David D. Hall and Robert A. Orsi, and as befits such a series, Curtis's work couples a strong analysis of these practices with an equally strong grounding in the study of lived religion and practice. Her introduction to the book describes the methodological influences on her work, including Leigh E. Schmidt's "retrospective ethnography" and the writings of Catherine Bell and David D. Hall on religious practice. These influences fade to the background after the introduction, allowing her analysis and the voices of her historical characters to speak. Her sources include both the published and unpublished records of prominent participants in the movement (such as Charles Cullis, Carrie Judd Montgomery, and Jennie Smith), the papers of less well-known individuals, and an impressive array of periodicals, books, and tracts.
Historiographically, Curtis sees her work as a corrective to previous histories of the faith cure movement, which have understood it in theological rather than practice-based terms. Curtis also notes that the evangelicals in her book add complexity to the usual portrait of alternative religions in the nineteenth century. I would add that it does much more than she acknowledges. To conversations about the relationship between religion and pain, Curtis adds an evangelical perspective, especially to Robert A. Orsi's writings on American Catholicism and pain; to discussions of the relationship between religion and the body, she adds a perspective on the practices of healing, especially to R. Marie Griffith's work on the role of the body in American Christianity.
The book finds its analytic strengths in its discussions of gender in relation to suffering, submission, and faith healing; in its discussions of the paradoxes of a cure that did nothing to actually stop the pain; and in its nuanced considerations of the domestic settings of sickness. I would have enjoyed learning more about several topics that emerged after this study's end-point of 1900.
